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 As a city-state on the Lamu archipelago, Pate 

reached its peak in the 17th and 18th centuries. This 

economic and poliical power stretched its inluence 
over the archipelago and beyond, that is, along the 

Swahili coast and over the coninent, more paricularly 
over the Ozi region1. At least from the end of the 17th 

century, the reigning dynasty in Pate was the Nabahani 

who declared themselves of Arabs origin2. But from 

the 1810’s, Seyyid Said, the Imam of Oman, setled 
in the archipelago and competed against secions of 
the Nabahani dynasty. Pate Island – with the ciies of 
Pate and Siyu – then became an important seat in the 

resistance against the Omani supremacy and, from 

1840, against the Sultanate of Zanzibar. The Nabahani 

irst setled at Kau in 1817. Expelled by the Omani army, 
they eventually setled in Witu at the beginning of the 
1 VERNET, T., 2005, Les cités-Etats swahili de l’archipel de Lamu, 1585-

1810. Dynamiques endogènes, dynamiques exogènes, Thèse de doctorat, 

Université Paris I.

2 POUWELS, R.L., 2002, « Eastern Africa and the Indian Ocean to 

1800 : Reviewing Relations in Historical Perspective », International 

Journal of  African Historical Studies, Vol. 35, n°2-3, p.420. VERNET, 

T., 2005, Les cités-Etats swahili de l’archipel de Lamu, p.350-363.

1860’s where they tried to retain their power and social 

posiion in the society.

The history of the Witu Sultanate on the northern coast 

of Kenya has not been much studied even though this 

state played a major role in the social and poliical 
transformaions of the area in the 19th century. This 
article, which results from a work in progress, will 

primarily revolve around a series of research quesions 
related to a number of issues which emerged from a 

study on Witu. 

For half a century, the sultanate of Witu contributed 

to and intensiied century-old economic and cultural 
interacions with various populaions such as the Swahili 
from Pate and Siyu, Pokomo farmers setled along the 
Tana River, Orma pastoralists (not yet setled), Aweer 
hunter-gatherer populaions living in the forest, and 
runaway slaves3. The hierarchical relaions that linked 
these populaions are keys to an understanding of the 

3 See GLASSMAN, J.P., 1983, The Runaway Slave in Coastal Resistance 

to Zanzibar: the Case of  the Witu Sultanate, Master degree, Université 

du Wisconsin-Madison.

T
his aricle dwells on the history of Witu, a sultanate founded in the 19th century on the mainland by the Swahili from Pate 
(an island and city-state on the Lamu archipelago in Kenya) which has been forgoten by the historiography, even though 

the region in general has been extensively studied by historians and archaeologists. However, studying the Witu sultanate 
also sheds light on issues pertaining to the Swahili coast in general such as plantaion economy, runaway slaves, clientelism 
and resistance to colonial oppression (both European and Arab as the Omani ruled the coast from the irst part of the 19th 
century). Moreover, in order to resist poliical, economic and social dominaion, Witu seemed to have been a refuge for the 
Swahili elite whose power was diminishing. In which way did the Witu sultanate try to bring together people whose views 
were to ight for the preservaion of “Swahili” values and norms?
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poliical and social structure of the 
sultanate.

One of the main issues sill unknown 
is how this “Swahili Sultanate”, as 

James de Vere Allen qualiied it4, came 

to birth. Due to various and complex 

reasons later analyzed in this aricle, 
a group composed of  the Sultan of 

Pate and his followers setled in Witu 
in 1862 and strove to prosper there 

and beyond. But to which extent was 

this group intent on conserving and 

preserving the norms and values of 

the waungwana (Swahili patricians) 
in Witu, that is to say, on recreaing 
a coastal culture based on urbanity, 

Muslim community and eventually 

on the dominaion of the Nabahani 
family, then rulers of Pate? At the 

ime when the Omani sultanate of 
Zanzibar dominated the East African 

coast economically and politically, 

did Witu emerge as an epicentre of 

Swahili resistance to the dominaion 
to which some coastal Swahili ciies 
were subjected to in the 19th century? 

Two types of sources are combined for 

this study. Oral sources were collected 

4 ALLEN, J.de VERE, 1993, Swahili Origins, 

Swahili Culture and the Shungwaya Phenomenon, 

Londres, James Currey, p.234.

during a ieldwork conducted in July 
2011. In Witu, all the people whom I 

talked to were kin of the ruling family 

of the Nabahani. In the surrounding 

villages (Pokomo in Kau, Orma in 

Didewaride and Kitumbini, Aweer in 

Pandanguo), interviews were mainly 
carried out with elders (wazee) who 
enthusiasically passed on their old 
family narraives. European literature 
was also essenial to this research. It 
includes travel books by Europeans 

travellers who visited the region 

during the second half of the 19th 
century as well as consular archives. 

Some Europeans went to Witu, 

especially the Germans who were 

the Sultan’s allies. Their accounts are 

more detailed than those of the Briish 
because the latter supported the 

Sultan of Zanzibar. As they were not 

welcome in the region, they tended 

to resort to second-hand informaion.

The aricle is divided into three parts. 
The irst part deals with the cause of 
the lack of informaion on Witu in 
the historiography. The second part 

presents the context of permanent 

conlict on the Swahili coast at the 
imes when the Sultanate of Witu was 
born. The third part looks into various 

hypotheses, or “legends”, which 

account for the foundaion of Witu 
and assesses their historical impact.

1. A forgoten state in an 
extensively studied area

Nowadays Witu is a small town on the 

northern coast of Kenya on the road 

between Mombasa and Lamu. The 

national census of 2009 estimated 
the population to 2,126 persons 

in Witu town and a total of 13,000 

inhabitants5 in Witu district. A century 

ago, the populaion was esimated 
by the Briish to be 40,000 people6. It 

is obviously diicult to esimate the 
exact number of Witu inhabitants 

during the 19th century, which could 
nevertheless have reached several 

thousands. Moreover, a large number 

of migrants came to setle during that 
century, especially Swahili from Lamu 

archipelago and runaway slaves who 

looked for protecion by the Sultan 
of Witu.

Even if Witu greatly contributed to the 

social and poliical transformaions 
of the East African coast, its quasi 

absence as an object of study from 

academic research is puzzling. In 

general, the history of the Swahili 

coast in the 19th century has been 
well exploited in historical studies, 

irst by amateur historians7 (travellers 

and colonial oicials) who oten wrote 
pioneers studies, then by academic 

scholars8.

If the Lamu archipelago is well 

documented within this literature 

because of its crucial importance in 

the history and culture of the coast, 

5 According to the National Census in Kenya 

2009 (I would like to thank Claire Médard 

for giving me these documents).

6 According to the Hollis-Ainsworth 

Commission for Tana River district. Kenya 

National Archives, DC/TRD/4/1909, «an 

outline of  Tana River History by J.S.S. Rowland».

7 See the studies by Alice Werner, C. Guillain, 

J.S.S. Rowland, A.C. Hollis, R. Burton.

8 F. Cooper, J. Glassman, R.L. Pouwels, M. 

Ylvisaker, F.J. Berg, H. Brown, J. de Vere 

Allen, J. Willis, F. Morton.

Locaion of Witu on the kenyan swahili coast
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it is not the case of the Sultanate of 

Witu. Nevertheless, it is important to 

menion Marguerite Ylvisaker’s work9 

that presents the poliical and social 
mechanisms of transformations in 

the Lamu archipelago, and atributes 
a significant role to the Sultanate 

of Witu, especially with regards 

to the networks which developed 

between the Swahili Sultan and the 

surrounding African populations. 

The indings of Ylvisaker’s research 
have been the object of one aricle 
by the historian James de Vere Allen10 

who, unlike Ylvisaker, emphasized 
the ideological underpinnings of 

the Sultanate’s development. His 

hypothesis rests on the idea that, from 

the beginning, this state was founded 

as a new locaion where the ideals and 
way of life of the Swahili patricians of 

Pate would be preserved. The inal 
goal of this ideological stand would 

have been to maintain social status 

and poliical power against the new 
codes of presige and power brought 
about by the expansion of the Omani 

Sultanate of Zanzibar.

Apart from the well documented 

research by Ylvisaker, it is noiceable 
that  there  has  not  been any 

archaeological excavaions unil now 
in Witu. This is highly surprising 

given that many sites in the Lamu 

archipelago and its hinterland have 

been excavated unil today11.

How can we explain the lack of historical 

9 YLVISAKER, M., 1979, Lamu in the 

Nineteenth Century: Land, Trade and Politics, 

Boston, Boston University.

10 ALLEN, J. de VERE, 1984, « Witu, Swahili 

History and the Historians », in SALIM, A.I. 

[éd.], State Formations in Eastern Africa, 

Nairobi, Heinemann, p.216-249. See 

also ALLEN, J. de VERE, 1993, Swahili 

Origins. 

11 See the works of  Kirkman in Ungwana and 

Gedi in the 1960’s ; Chittick in Manda in 

the 1970’s ; George Abungu in Ungwaya in 

the 1980’s ; Mark Horton in Shanga in the 

1990’s ; the National Museum of  Kenya in 

Pate and Siyu. WILDING, R., «A Report 

on the Archeological Fieldwork on the Northern 

Kenyan Coast, 1971-1973», non-published 

manuscript, British Institute in Eastern 

Africa, Nairobi, p.1-31.

and archaeological researches on 

Witu? One of the reasons might be 

linked to the diiculies of carrying out 
ieldwork in the former Witu sultanate 
territory, situated between the new 

town of Garsen, close to the Tana 

River, and up to Kipini at the coast. 

Indeed, the villages of the region 

were threatened by Somali atacks in 
the 1970’s (the shitas) -some of the 
inhabitants of Witu sill remember 
from their childhood- which led to 

instability and insecurity in the whole 

region. Secondly, other difficulties 

derive from the scarcity of historical 

sources from the beginning of the 

19th century12, a crucial time for 

the development of the Sultanate. 

Indeed the Nabahani irst setled in 
Kau before going to Witu. Kau used to 

be an important economic centre for 

Pate13 and a mariime door. However 
the reasons of their moving from Kau 

to Witu are sill unclear.

12 Except the writings of  James Emery and the 

sea captains Thomas Boteler and William 

Owen in the 1830’s.

13 VERNET, T., 2005, Les cités-Etats swahili de 

l’archipel de Lamu, p.339.

he former palace of the sultan in Witu 

he grave of the sultan of Witu in Diwani mtaa
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2. Witu as the result of the conlict 
between the failing rule of the 
Nabahani and Zanzibari power

Currently in Witu, very few clues and 

artefacts remain to bear witness to 

the history of the Sultanate which 

stood during the second part of the 

19th century, between the 1860’s 
and 1890’s. First, we can ind 
two stone buildings on the 

main road that cuts across Witu 

and links Mombasa to Lamu. 

According to Witu inhabitants, 

these houses are the oldest in 

town and one of them –now 

displaying the green colours of 

a popular local mobile phone 

company – was the “palace” 

of the sultan of Witu. In the 

southern part of the town in 

the district (mtaa) of Diwani 
lies a second major historical 

remain, the gravestone of the 

emblematic Sultan of Witu, 

Ahmad bin Sultan Fumoliti 

bin Sultan Sheikh Nabahani 

alias Ahmad Simba (“the lion”) 
who ruled between 1856 and 

188914. The originality of this 

grave is undeniable as it bears 

an epitaph inscribed in Kiswahili 

using Arabic script. Not only 

is it absolutely unique in the 

whole of the Swahili coast but 

it also consitutes an important clue 
about the objectives of unity and 

idenity spearheaded by the Swahili 
populaion of Pate. It is writen: “Here 
rests the man who found the town 

of Witu the 10th January of 1862” 

(Ni huyu bwana aliobuni hapa Witu. 
12 Rajabu AH 1278). In Kiswahili the 
verb to found, kubuni, clearly tesiies 
to the airmed decision to establish 
the Swahili community in this act of 

foundaion15, all the more so as  a 

14 TOLMACHEVA, M. (éd.), 1993, The Pate 

Chronicle, East Lansing: Michigan State 

University Press, p.482.

15 See the importance of  the act of  foundation 

in the deinition of  a city state, which may 
have also taken the form of  rituals in Witu: 

precise date is inscribed (though it 

could have been reinterpreted at the 

ime when the grave was built).

The Witu Sultanate is a very important 

element of the history of the 

Swahili coast in the 19th century. 
It also illustrates the resistance of 

waungwana against the economic, 

social and poliical hegemony of the 
Sultanate of Zanzibar.  Indeed Seyyid 

Said, the “prince trader” and Imam of 

Oman since 1804, moved his capital 

to Zanzibar in 1840 to beter control 
the trade of East African goods: ivory 

and slaves. His deiniive setlement 
in Zanzibar accelerated the migraion 
of othertraders to the East African 

coast16. Many traders and Hadrami 

ALLEN, J. de VERE, 1993, Swahili Origins, 

p.168. HOLDER G. et PEATRICK A.-M. 

(dir.), 2004, « Cité-Etat et statut politique 

de la ville en Afrique et ailleurs », Journal 

des Africanistes, Vol.74, n°1-2, et HANSEN 

M.H. (dir.), 2000, A Comparative Study of  

Thirty city-state Cultures, Copenhague, Det 

Kongelige Danske Videnskabernes Selskab.

16  VERNET, T., 2002, Les cités-Etats swahili 

Muslims settled on the Northern 

Swahili coast, contributing to the 

Arabianizaion of the coast17. Thus, 

social presige came to be deined 
as the imitation of the values and 

pracices considered as “Arabic”. For 
example, people would wear “Arab 

clothes” and adopt architectural 

styles considered to be Arabic. 

Written practices and their 

uses were also modiied at that 
ime. While the Swahili coast  
had produced a consequent 

written literature from the 

17th-18th century, wriing – 
whose usage developed with 

the Arab presence became 

a powerful and pervasive 

legiimizing instrument used 
by Swahili patricians whose 

power, for some of them, 

had been weakened by the 

Omanis18. Thus they turned the 

“weapons” of their contestants 

against them.

But  such Arabianizat ion 

was not incompatible with 

a conservative movement 

towards the preservaion of the 
norms and values considered 

to define waungwana. The 

foundation of the Sultanate 

of Witu can thus combine the 

maintaining of an ideology 

aiming at preserving social status and 

presige around Islam19 and urbanity 

with the use of values and pracices 
representaive of the Omani culture.

et la puissance omanaise (1650-1720), 

Journal des Africanistes, Vol.72, n°2, p.89-110.

17 POUWELS, R.L., 1987, Horn and Crescent: 

Cultural change and traditional Islam on the 

East African Coast, 800-1900, Cambridge, 

Cambridge University Press, p.129.

18 The chronicles of  Pate were born within 

this context. In reality, they are a patchwork 

of  oral traditions and aimed at legitimizing 

the Nabahani family, giving them old and 

prestigious origins (they would be on the 

throne of  Pate from the 13th century).

19 The Omanis were Ibadi whereas the Swahili 

were Sunni.

Epitaph of the grave of sultan Ahmad bin Fumoluti
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3. Hypothesis on the beginning of 
Witu as a Swahili Sultanate
Our initial question discussed the 

reasons that led the Nabahani to 

create a Swahili Sultanate in Witu, 

that is to say a state founded on 

Swahili culture par excellence. No 

answer can neither be proposed 

nor formed without knowledge of 

the precise circumstances of the 

foundaion of Witu. The writen and 
oral sources collected show that 

diferent versions exist.

As far as writen European sources 
(published documents or archives) 
are concerned, the conlict between 
Pate waungwana and the Omani 

seem to have played a signiicant role 
in the setlement of the Nabahani 
in Witu. Military pressures (Pate in 

1822; Kau in 186220) caused the light 
to the mainland of a segment of the 

ruling class and other inhabitants of 

Pate. According to Briish sources, 
migrants found a refuge there from 

where they could coninue to ight 
against Zanzibar from a less accessible 

site and with new natural and human 

resources. On the contrary, according 

to German sources -whose authors 

maintained cordial relations with 

the Sultan of Witu- this light to the 
mainland was aimed to deinitely put 
an end to this long and costly conlict.

Conversely, oral sources emphasise 

the significance of local issues, 

20 YLVISAKER, M., 1978, « The Origins 

and Development of  the Witu Sultanate 

», International Journal of  African Historical 

Studies, Vol.11, n°4, p.670, 674.

dynasic struggles here, which would have prompted part of the Nabahani 
family to leave Pate and setle elsewhere. The reasons why Witu was chosen as 
a place for setlement are sill unclear, but the fact that economic cooperaion 
and poliical relaions between Pate and the populaions living on the mainland 
existed for centuries cannot be ignored21.

Even if these versions sometimes contradict each other, they are not 

incompaible. Indeed it is probable that – as in the case of Lamu and Mombasa 
– the Omanis supported one secion of the Nabahani family. One of the Pate 
chronicles points to this idea22. According to it, various reasons can explain 

the Nahabani setlement in Witu, for instance exising dynasic conlicts in 
which other ciies such as Lamu and Mombasa were also involved; and military 
atacks by Zanzibar’s army.

If, in her analysis, Marguerite Ylvisaker emphasised the impact of Omani 
imperialism as a cause for the development of Witu, James de Vere Allen, 

for his part, was convinced that external factors were much less important 

in the foundaion of Witu than the decision of one segment of the Nabahani 
family to found a new Swahili state. These two approaches are not exclusive 

and suggest producive hypotheses. Other research quesions sill have to 
be developed in order to beter understand the history of the Sultanate, 
which had both been a witness and a crucial actor of the poliical, social and 
economic dynamics of the enire Swahili coast in the 19th century.

In 1890 the Briish made Witu their protectorate, choosing a puppet ruler who 
did not belong to the Nabahani family. Briish colonisaion gave a inal blow 
to the poliical power of these Swahili patricians whose decline had already 
begun a century ago. Nowadays these families are not at the head of the local 

powers but their name is sill known and remains a source of presige and 
legiimacy in the eyes of their bearers.                      

21 VERNET, T., 2005, Les cités-Etats swahili de l’archipel de Lamu, p.339.

22 See the version of  the Captain Stigand in TOLMACHEVA, M., 1993, The Pate Chronicle, 

p.37-127. The chronicles of  Pate (about ten versions) seemed to have been written very late 

(between the end of  the 19th century and the beginning of  the 20th century) and often when 

the European asked for it, which is a real problem when we think that the chroniclers have 

rebuilt the history. POUWELS, R.L., 1996, «The Pate Chronicles revisited: nineteenth-century 

history and historiography», History in Africa, Vol.23, p.301-318. CORET C., «Le pouvoir de 

l’écrit : les chroniques swahili dans l’historiographie» [forthcoming].
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